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tt AND »rr. 

By Arnold B. Ehblich, 

New York City. 



To the many mistranslated passages of the Old Testament belongs the fre- 
quently occurring oath HliT '17 ; which is generally rendered " as the Lord 
liveth." 

To this translation there are the following objections : (1) "Why is it that only 
God and no mortal swears by his own life (♦JJ^ *H) ? 

(2) "Why is it invariably fTliT Tf > Dut "IJJ'flJ *f"T i even when, as 1 Sam. 
xx. 3; xxv. 26; 2 Sam. xi. 11, and 2 Kgs. n. 2, both phrases are mentioned in 
one breath ? 

(3) »|7 can be a noun only, while ♦ff in ITliT *f1 mav be either a noun or 
a verb. There is, however, in either phrase absolutely nothing to suggest the 
idea of a comparison between the truth that the Lord or the dear person sworn 
by is living, and the truth of the statement to be affirmed by the oath. 

(4) Admitting the usual translation of ("JlfT *!7 to be correct, the name of 
the Lord is indeed taken in vain in such a formula. For, as these words mean no 
more than swearing by the truth of a fact, one might as well swear by the life of 
a worm that happens to creep at his feet ; or, for any force added by the fact of 
life, one might just as well swear by a stick, pointing to it and saying, as that is a 
stick. 

(5) Swearing by the truth of what is, or commonly is believed to be a fact, is 
something modern. Excepting the one instance in Homer, II., I., 234, the 
ancients, so far as I know, did not swear in this way.* The orientals certainly 
did not. With the ancient Greeks as well as with orientals the oath itself is 
always omitted, only what the Arabs call the gj lV «JLo > that is the deity or the 
dear person or thing by which the oath is sworn, being mentioned. 

Such are the difficulties which arise from the usual rendering of the words in 
question. These difficulties might be easily doubled. However, what has been 
said here will be sufficient to suggest the idea that in miT '17 an d its kindred 



* Even this instance is only a seeming exception. For, as rode nuijir-pov is found in the 
accusative case depending on the particle fia, what is sworn by is, not that which is stated of 
the scepter, but the scepter itself. 
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expressions *1JJ>UJ *n an d fTjHfl *P? we have, not an oath in full, but only the 
x_s ^^Ji/j in the accusative case.* 

But then »n can on l y De a noun, not a verb,, and that noun is found in *|"J 
,*7\T in the absolute state, with the name of the Lord in opposition to it, while 
in "TtyflJ *ll an d ny")3 *H it * s i n the construct state. 

In Arabic "^. means a person, and like its English equivalent, is, particu- 
larly in writings of an earlier period, not infrequently used pleonastically so that 
it adds nothing to the meaning of the sentence in which it occurs.f In the 
Hebrew oath »n has the same meaning and is used in like manner. mjT *f7 
then means " by the person Yahweh," or "by the person that is Yahweh," i. e., 
by the person of Yahweh or simply by Yahweh. J7lfT *f7 is the older formula, 
hence its rougher construction, while in the later and polite phrases *1tJ*£3J *n 
an< i fyPlfl *f7 the smoother construction with the appositive genitive is used 

This explains at once all difficulties, and now we also understand why no 
mortal swears by himself. For, as the oath is not to be sworn by the mere truth 
of a fact, but by some dear person, it may be proper to swear by the king even in 
his absence or, by way of politeness, by the person addressed, but common 
decency forbids to swear by one's self 4 

The formula of the oath is not the only instance in the Old Testament where 
♦If occurs in that meaning and is so pleonastically used. The word is used in the 
same manner, Lev. xxv. 36. To prove this, it is necessary to shed light on that 
whole passage, beginning with v. 35. 



* The Greeks prefixed fid to the noun expressive of the xj *»"Jw . The Arabs, too, have 
their *_wJ£j! •(» . The Hebrews, as far as can be seen from the Talmud, used no particle in 
such instances. Compare the Talmudic expressions Ht^D by Moses, niH tU'Bri by that 
temple, mi'3£TI by the temple service. The noun, so absolutely used, must, of course, be con- 
ceived to be in the accusative case. 
8 i ' » S*>.- '.9 - 1 ""7 "' & " »' ' i" " ' ■" 

JjbL& sjjki ^-^ *xUS (jXs ^».^ *£A>£&5>5 4Xjs ^-a* fjoo i-*^-^ t 

i ■ """If " \ " "\ s"' * ° ' \\" i^°? 'i ' ' i * l'°* 

-. -Lj \ t (7 ll S« J> ii <. =» lilLi! (^)tj l)o\ Zamachshari, Mufassal, Fasl, 123. 

% Outside of the Bible, I mean in the Talmud and Midrash, even God never swears by him- 
self, but by the person he addresses. Indeed, swearing by one's self was not considered an 
oath, but, at most, a vow. This appears from the Mishna, Synhedrin, III., 2. In that passage 
the Mishna discusses the question, whether the plaintiff who, having a higher claim, has, by way 
of concession, declared himself satisfied with less than he has a right to exact, can retract or 
not. In the illustration is mentioned the following ease : "H I'S "IDtO X\yMV i"OnS 3T1 im 
^K'l ^PD ll 7 , if one owes his neighbor an oath, and his neighbor says to him, Make but a vow, 
by the life of thine own head. From this it is clear that swearing by one's own head was not 
considered an oath. 
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The two verses read in the original: "py IT HtOOl "Vtlii *11D' *31 

ntm jryini ~\vi vwo npn-^N : "py »rn atsnni ij 13 nprnm 

"lO^ "pHK 'HI "Vn^KO > an< * are rendered : " If thy brother be waxen poor, 
and fallen in decay with thee, then thou shalt relieve him ; yea, though he be a 
stranger, or a sojourner, that he may live with thee. Take thou no usury of him, 
or increase, but fear thy God, that thy brother may live with thee." 

This is indeed a sad mistranslation, which needs only to be placed by the side 
of the original, to show the stamp of error. It is owing to two syntactical mis- 
constructions and a misunderstanding of the expressions npfnm , StJ'lJTl ")J , 
TTI "D and "jOJf •* For *ft nprnm is here a l e 8 al term with about the same 
sense as the talmudical p*f nn > which means to have a npf n or a strong claim 
upon another man's property. ^J^ini "U is m tne Old Testament invariably a 
hendiadys denoting a "settled" stranger, in distinction from ")J a "transient 
stranger." Indeed, 3Cini *1J is tne same as DtJ'in > and I^D *U > which 
latter expression, being the exclusive one in the Talmud to denote the relation 
of the settled stranger, occurs in the same sense also Lev. xxv. 47. But in this 
particular instance DtJ'ini "U does not designate a foreigner (for such a one 
would not be called ""t*nK > an< i °f hi m * ne taking of usury was, according to 
Deut. xxiii.21, allowed, if not commanded), but a Hebrew who has mortgaged 
his estate so heavily that the tent he lives in is practically not his own.ft 
♦ni is i as nas already been said, the construct state of *n m the meaning of 
person. As to the syntactical construction, the apodosis does not begin with 
13 npmni > b ut verse 36, and the final words ""joy ~VHii 'PTl form a circum- 
stantial clause C JLi.) . 

The correct translation, then, is : If thy brother be waxen poor, and fallen in 
decay with thee, and thou become master of him, so that his relation to thee be 
that of a DtTin "1J ,3 and he live depending upon thee, take thou no usury of 
him, or increase ; but fear thy God when (the person of) thy brother is depend- 
ent upon thee. 



* The difference of meaning between the prepositions Pitt and 0$ is this : The former 
expresses no more than a being together with, while the latter denotes a more or less close 
relation. Compare Num. xxn. 12 and 20, where the prohibition reads DilQJ? "iSn Sk , but the 
permission Ontt "I 1 ? , which means to say, go with them, but keep thine own mind, and make 
no common cause with them. 

t Cf . also Lev. xxv. 23, where in connection with the prohibition to sell the land for ever, 
God says to his people HDJ7 DflS D'OB'ini CIJ O VltfH ,l 7 , mine is the land: for your rela- 
tion to me is that of D'Stymi D'lJ . This expression, though figurative, shows plainly that a 
native could, under circumstances, be reduced to the condition of a 3tyin 1J • 

* 11 J means to be a stranger, »La». to do wrong, and t"^to commit adultery. The original 

meaning of the root is to turn aside from the right path, hence to do wrong. But the right way 
from any place is the way home, and he who enters another man's tent turns aside. Hence 
come the Hebrew and Syriac meanings of the root. 

% The data in the Old Testament being insufficient and the Talmud discussing only the relig- 
ious side of the question, it is impossible at this distance of time and place, to fix the civil rela. 
tions of the 3tyin *U . 



